The use of knowledge-based systems in medicine in developing countries: a luxury or a necessity?
Knowledge-based systems (KBSs) in medicine have received much attention over the past two decades, mainly because of the potential benefits that can be gained from using them. They may facilitate in increasing productivity in a medical environment, support the making of diagnoses and other types of medical decisions, assist in the training of medical professionals, and can even handle some routine tasks in a medical environment. However, some critical problems in this field have also been identified. For example, research indicated that some problems can be solved partially, but not completely, with existing artificial intelligence techniques. Another problem is that many of the existing medical information systems do not support the integration of KBSs in a natural way. Furthermore, the routine use of a medical KBS is complicated by legal issues. These and other problems contribute to what we experience today: a large proportion of the medical KB applications that are developed is never actually used in practice. This justifies questions such as: Should developing countries, having limited infrastructure and research resources, invest in medical KBSs research and development, or should this field be regarded as a luxury that only belongs to developed countries?, and: Can developing countries really benefit from the use of these systems? These questions are discussed in this paper. We highlight the main problems surrounding the development and use of medical KBSs. With the focus on developing countries we discuss potential benefits that could be obtained by investing in these systems and we offer guidelines for focusing research and development of medical KBSs.